GOETHE   AS   THINKER
We must be ready to let our old way of life die so that we may
live on in new forms; we must risk the blind plunge into certain
destruction in faith that we shall live again on the other side; or
even without that faith
(Und war es mit Gefahr, ins Nichts dahinzufliessen)
we must plunge into the flame, flare up and vanish in one supreme
moment, one hochsterAugenblick. Faust is Goethe's greatest symbol
of this reckless longing for new experience, new life at all costs. It
is not pleasure or a life of ease that Faust asks of Mephistopheles:
Du horest ja, von Freud' ist nicht die Rede.
It is experience, sensation, life at its most intense, all joys, all sor-
rows of mankind, the heights and the depths, even the experience
of shipwreck and utter destruction. He reels from one reckless
adventure to another, always seeking his supreme moment, the
moment of perfect living, even though he knows that when he
achieves it the Devil will have his soul for ever. When Chiron
begs Faust to be healed of his mad desire for Helen, Faust rejects
the proposal. He is so sure of the essential strength of his mind,
he feels he can afford to be what mediocre souls call "mad":
Geheilt will ich nicht sein. Mein Sinn ist machtig.
Da war' ich ja wie andere niedertrachtig.
It is the contempt of the great soul for the cautious bourgeois
virtues, the joyful acceptance even of madness because madness is
akin to greatness. Three generations before Nietzsche it throws on
to German thought the shadow of the superman, with his "Jasagen
trotzdem", his affirmation of a life which he knows can bring
nothing but conflict and suffering.
In Goethe's teaching about the nature of the world this praise
ofStirb9 und Werde, of the reckless pursuit of life at its m ost intense
is by no means his main theme. Iphigenie, Tasso, Hermann und
Dorothea, and both parts of Wilhelm Meister teach a moderate
humanism, based on the assumption that man is in the world to
live an actively productive and useful life according to his gifts,
respecting the lives of others and especially respecting the Grenzen
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